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Chapter One

I’m running late.

Literally.

I’m running and I’m late. This is the interview I have waited three years for – three years – and I should have been there five minutes ago. I mean, how did that happen?


I certainly left the flat on time. Well, the first time I left the flat it was on time.

Then I realised I had laddered my tights. So I went back.

Then I realised I looked like a vampire. So I slapped on some tan.

Then I realised I should change my tampon. Just in case.

Then I realised I had missed my bus.

Then I realised I had to get some money out for a taxi.

Then I realised the hole-in-the-wall was unable to complete my request, suggesting I should contact my card issuer.

Then I realised that I had gone over my overdraft limit to buy these shoes.

Then I realised that I had to get there on foot.

Then I realised the shoes which broke the bank seem equally capable of breaking my feet. Especially as I am currently engaged in a breathless attempt to break the land-speed record in order not to blow my chances completely.


There it is.

As I clip-clop down the pavement at hyper speed, I can see it.

The headquarters of Coleridge Communications, the biggest PR agency outside of London. There it is, six storeys of gleaming
 hope.


I decide to slow down to a fast walk. In fact, it’s less of a decision and more of a physical necessity. I’m hyperventilating,
 my heart is about to burst out of my shirt, and my squished feet are now two sizes smaller than when I started running.


I come to a complete stop just beyond view of the foyer, and clutch onto some black railings.

OK, deep breaths.

Calm thoughts. I close my eyes and I’m on a beach, waves gently rolling, palm trees gently swaying …

‘Spare some change, love?’ I open my eyes and see a very skinny and ill-looking boy – no older than sixteen – holding out a
 polystyrene cup half-full of brown coins.


‘Um, yes,’ I say, as I fumble in my handbag for whatever loose coins happen to be lying about. I haven’t really got time,
 but I need all the karma-points I can get. And he does look pretty desperate. ‘Here.’


‘Nice one,’ he says, in appreciation of the miniscule amount I have just clunked in his cup.

I glance at the boy as he slouches off, in his faded clothes, and I try to gain some perspective. This is only a job interview,
 I tell myself. It’s not life or death.


With that thought, I fill my chest with air and climb the stone steps towards the revolving door. On the other side of the
 glass I can see the foyer – within which there is a very tall and intimidating desk with an immaculate-looking woman perched behind it, talking importantly on the phone.


A sea of people are leaving the building – for lunch, I assume – and I wait timidly before attempting to jump into the flight
 path of the revolving doors.


This is it, I tell myself.

This is my one chance to make everything all right.






Chapter Two

Once inside the foyer, I start to heat up. And I mean, really heat up. After a two-mile run in high heels and a suit, that’s
just what I need. A pre-interview sauna. The immaculate-looking woman behind the desk must be a complete psycho. Either that,
or she’s not a human being at all and needs this kind of temperature to heat up her blood.


I arrive in front of her desk and wait for her to finish her phone call and acknowledge my presence. In the meantime, I check
out her make-up. Mist foundation, sprayed on for even coverage. Perfect shading on the cheekbones. No bags or grey under the
eyes. And then I start to worry. I must look a right mess. I mean, make-up is normally what I’m good at. But this morning
I was all over the place. And I bet I overdid it on the tan. And the two-mile run won’t have helped.


The immaculate woman finishes her phone call and looks up. She gives me a brief, but forensic assessment. I could just be
paranoid, but she seems to be looking slightly amused at my appearance. Oh no. What’s the matter? Have I got bird poo on my
shoulder or something?



‘Um, I’ve got an interview.’

‘Sorry?’ she asks, as amusement turns to confusion.

‘I’ve got an interview,’ I say again, only this time trying not to let my nerves make me incoherent.

‘Which company?’

What does she mean which company? Don’t they own the whole building? ‘Er, Coleridge Communications. It’s with Sam Johnson.’

‘You mean John Sampson?’

Shit. What an idiot.

‘Yes, sorry. It’s Faith Wishart.’ Well, at least I got that bit right.

Immaculate woman picks up the phone and presses one number. Two seconds later she says: ‘John, Faith Wishart.’

My God, I think. This is how important John Sampson is. He doesn’t even have time for proper sentences.

‘He’ll be two minutes,’ the immaculate woman says, before raising her perfectly plucked eyebrows and smiling smugly to herself.

OK, now I’m really paranoid.

I sit down next to a head-high pot plant which, on closer inspection, turns out to be a fake. There are some magazines on
the table in front of me. I resist the latest issue of Gloss and pick up a copy of PR Week, pretending to look interested.


Shit, my hands are shaking. And my palms are damp with sweat.

Come on, Faith. Concentrate.

I try and remember everything I wrote on the application form. All the true bits, the nearly-true bits and the completely
false bits. But I can’t even think straight.


Why am I a good team player?

Did I say I had a 2:1 or a First?


What relevant experience did I have again?

It’s no good. The steady drum of my heart has now accelerated into a mad bongo rhythm. My legs are numb and my tongue is sticking
to the roof of my mouth.


The lift pings and slides open to reveal a tall, smartly dressed man staring straight at me.

‘Faith?’ he asks in a voice so deep his vocal chords must be located in his testicles. He holds out an enormous hand. ‘John
Sampson.’


Oh blinking bollocks, he’s gorgeous.

And look at that suit. It must be Gucci or something. Purple shirt, no tie, open at the neck, dark curly hair, confident smile,
and one of those faces that actually suit being old. And when I say old I don’t mean Hugh Hefner old I just mean George Clooney
old.


OK, so the purple shirt does nothing for him. I mean, this is a man clearly in touch with his inner-prune. But other than
that he’s just like the men you read about in all those novels.


Tall, check.

Dark, check.

Handsome, double check.

If this was the nineteenth century I’d be swooning right now. I’d be swooning for England and he’d pick me up and ride me
away on his black steed (whatever a black steed is) and he’d take me to his castle and ravish me and write me a love sonnet
and we’d go off and poison ourselves or drown in a lake or start a revolution or something …


Shit, I’m delirious.

I really shouldn’t have missed breakfast this morning.

Anyway, it’s not the nineteenth century, and I’ve got a job to get.

I somehow manage to stand.


‘Pleased to meet you,’ I tremble.

He is looking at me straight on, and then I remember: eye contact. If you want to make the right impression, you have to fix
the interviewer’s gaze.


‘After you,’ he says, nodding towards the open lift door.

I hesitate.

There is a strange-looking woman standing in the lift, staring right at me. The woman is bright orange and looks absolutely
petrified.


Oh shit.

It’s a mirror.

Petrified orange woman is me.

Bollocks, how much of the flaming stuff did I slap on? The bottle had promised a deep, natural, radiant tan. Radioactive,
more like. Mind you, what kind of tan is going to look natural in April? In bloody Leeds?


And what’s more, it’s started to streak, near my ear. All because mum says I look anaemic.

No wonder immaculate receptionist lady was smirking. I walk into the lift, and try and remember what exactly I put on the
form. And then I get a feeling. A premonitiony feeling. As if something is about to go horribly wrong.







Chapter Three

By the time the lift door closes, the mad bongo player caged inside my chest is pounding away like it’s the first day of the
 Rio carnival. On top of interview nerves I’ve now got handsome man nerves as well.


If I wasn’t bright orange I’d be bright red. In fact, now I look again I realise I’m actually a combination.

A blood orange.

With added streaks.

Come on, I tell myself. It’s probably not that bad. After all, I have got a bit of a critical eye for that sort of thing.

Handsome-interviewer-potential-boss-man-whose-name-I’ve-forgotten smiles at me. It’s a nice smile, designed to put me at ease,
 but it doesn’t.


It doesn’t even come close.

‘It’s a nice day,’ I say, although as soon as I say it I realise that I am lying. It isn’t a nice day. Before I started running
 it was freezing. ‘For April, I mean.’


He nods, not in agreement, but in another attempt to make me relax. Oh God, this is terrible. The way he combines sexy and
 powerful in one look, is making me feel so weak. It’s like sharing a lift with Colin Farrell and Bill Gates at the same time.


‘OK,’ he says. ‘Here we are.’

‘What?’ But then the lift pings open and I realise he means here we are on the right floor. ‘Oh,’ I say. ‘Yes.’

I follow him out onto the floor and for a second I think I’m dreaming. The reason why is because this is my dream. I mean, when I close my eyes and imagine my perfect working environment this is pretty much it.


Open plan. Colourful seating areas. Trendy glass partitions. iMacs on every desk. The gentle hum of creativity. People wearing
 what they want and chatting at their desks. All generating that confident, moneyfied glow which only seems to belong to career
 people, not job people.


For a second, I am so impressed with the scene that I almost forget to be nervous.

‘OK, this way,’ says John (that is his name isn’t it?), walking me through the room to his office.


He asks an occasional, incomprehensible query to members of his staff and he gets answered in tones which confirm that he
 is the boss. This is a man, I feel, who is not only respected but genuinely liked by his staff.


As I walk I can sense that I am being silently assessed. Everybody is trying to work out if I am a Coleridge Communications
 kind of person. Oh God, I hope no one recognises me. I hope no one …


Oh no.

That girl at the photocopier. The skinny one with the heavy fringe and Diesel T-shirt. With the small pointy nose and bright
 crimson lips. She is staring at me more obviously than most. I try and counter her gaze with a polite microsmile, but it doesn’t
 work.


She just keeps on staring.


Honestly, it’s almost a relief when I arrive in John’s office and he shuts the door. I say almost. I mean, this is an interview after all.


The interview.


‘Take a seat,’ he says, in the same testicular tone.

I take a seat.

John Sampson sits opposite, on the other side of his desk. A Guccified vision of power and fuckability.

‘Faith … Wishart,’ he muses, as he scans my application form.

‘Yes,’ I say, confident that at least my name is correct.

He scans the form further, and as he does so he smiles. It’s a different smile to the one he exhibited in the lift. A slightly
 smug smile, involving a simultaneous raising of his right eyebrow.


‘I must say, right at the outset, that I was very impressed with your application. Your qualifications and your experience
 and your references are all absolutely superb.’


These are good words. These are the words you dream of hearing as you walk into an interview. So why are they making me feel
 nervous?


‘Oh,’ I say transferring my weight between buttocks. ‘Thanks.’

‘Yes,’ he continues. ‘On paper at least, you certainly seem made for this job.’

He places the form back down on the desk, leans back in his chair, hands cradling the back of his head, elbows wide. Then
 something starts to happen with his eyes.


They narrow, and sharpen. If this wasn’t an interview situation, the look would qualify as sexy. But this is an interview
 situation. And the look is qualifying as scary.







Chapter Four

A quick confession.

It’s about my job. My actual job, not the one I am being interviewed for. I am a make-up girl. I work part-time on a cosmetics
 counter at Blake’s department store on a wage roughly equivalent to three peanuts an hour.


It might be enough to pay the rent for the cheapest flat in north Leeds, but it’s a shit job.

So shit, in fact, that as far as my mum is concerned, it’s not my job at all.

My mum thinks I work for a top PR company which is based, like Blake’s, in the centre of Leeds. The job is full-time, pays
 enough peanuts to keep the entire monkey population stocked up for over a year, and is bulging with exciting career prospects.
 She thinks I have worked as an account executive for the last three years. To be perfectly honest, I hadn’t meant this to
 be a lie. When I was at uni I worked for a PR company in Leeds for my work placement and they’d offered me a job for when
 I finished. Only thing was, when they found out I got a third the offer was cancelled. Trouble is, I never told my mum this
 – in fact, I never even told her about the third.



So, every phone call I have to invent some new story about what happened in the office or what some made-up colleague said
 to me by the made-up water cooler.


And every time it gets harder to tell the truth. Gets harder to say that I am a make-up girl. That I work part-time on a cosmetics
 counter at a department store.


Because my mum wanted me to be successful, to have a career, to be proud of me like she could be proud of my brother, Mark.
 Because we are all she’s got, all she thinks about, since dad died and my sister went to Australia.


And three years ago I was prepared to do or say anything to make her happy. Hell, who am I kidding? I’d do the same thing
 now. Even though she can now sit down for five minutes without crying about dad.


So if she wants me to have a career and a 2 : 1 and everything else, then that is what I’ll tell her I’ve got. Why should
 I let the facts get in the way of her happiness?


And if I can never come clean, then I’ll just have to turn the lies into the truth.






Chapter Five

‘I’d like to ask you something …’ says John Sampson.

Well, of course he would. I mean, this is an interview and the whole thing about interviews is that they generally involve
 asking things, so I’m ready. In fact, he could ask me anything right now and I’d do it.


Hop on one foot.

Sing a lullaby.

Give him a lap-dance.

‘Why us? Why CC?’

Oh good, an easy one. ‘Well, you’re the best agency. From what I’ve, um, seen. And heard. And you’re the biggest outside of
 London …’


He stays leaning back in his chair, wanting more.

‘… and I really like the stuff you do. The campaign you did for Keats Cosmetics was really brilliant, you know, with the cages
 and everything …’


I’m on shaky ground here.

I mean, I work for Keats Cosmetics. Well, at the lowest rung. I’m one of their make-up girls but I hadn’t tried out their new tan till this
 morning.



And I am good at my job. Of course I am. I mean, think about it. What is make-up all about? It’s about manipulating the real
 you. It’s about covering up. Concealing. Glossing over.


But the thing is, I didn’t mention my job on the application form. Because working part-time on a make-up counter for a department
 store is not exactly what qualifies as relevant experience for a career in PR.


But I had to say something and the Keats campaign was obviously the first that came to mind. And anyway, it was a brilliant campaign. You can probably remember it. You know, it was when Keats came out with the slogan ‘Human Tested,’
 and they were going on about how none of their products were tested on animals. Well anyway, Coleridge did all the PR for
 it and arranged a big photo-shoot where they got a load of models to pose naked in cages in the middle of Leicester Square,
 while lots of pretend scientists tested on them. Apparently the pictures made all the papers and it was included right at
 the end of the Ten O’Clock News after all the serious bits about wars. You know, when they try and finish on a funny bit so
 we don’t all have nightmares about the end of the world and stuff.


John Sampson doesn’t say anything. He just keeps on looking at me, assessing me, as if every flicker of my mouth holds the
 key to my true personality. And in my head all the time there is this voice going: ‘You are in an interview, ooh, isn’t it
 scary, you are in an interview and your whole future existence depends on how you act and what you say. The rest of your life
 hinges on the next ten minutes …’


I hate the voice in my head.

It’s never on my side.






Chapter Six

But while it is scary, I am sort of enjoying this. I mean, no one this rich and sexy and handsome and powerful and, well, male has ever paid such close attention to me in my life.


Hold on, this really is becoming a long silence.

‘OK,’ he says eventually. ‘Tell me a bit more about your relevant experience.’

‘Well. I studied business and marketing at the University of West Yorkshire and, um, that was when I was first, um, introduced
 to the whole discipline of public relations …’ The whole discipline of public relations, what kind of language is that? ‘and then, after I graduated, I went to Australia for my year out …’


‘Oh really, which part?’

‘Um, Sydney.’

‘I was over there for six years.’

Shit. ‘Oh. Wow.’

‘Where were you based?’

Oh God. ‘I stayed in … M-anley.’ Manley, yes, that was it. That was where Hope stayed. Hope’s my sister. I’ll tell you about her later. It’s a long story. Right now I’m a bit busy being interviewed.


‘Oh, Manley. How did you find it?’

‘Um, I got a taxi.’

He does that heavy staring thing again, only this time it’s not that enjoyable. This time I feel like I’m being interrogated,
 and I’m finding it harder and harder to hold his gaze. And what has my made-up year out got to do with anything?


‘I mean,’ he says, passing his silver pen thoughtfully between his chin and lower lip. ‘What did you think of it?’

My internal bongo player has returned to the stage. ‘Um, it was very, er, hot …’ John Sampson raises an eyebrow, and nods
 his head. ‘… and the people were very … friendly … and it was really … nice … and—’


He raises the palm of his hand. ‘OK. Now tell me a bit about your experience.’

Oh God. I’m about to pass out. OK, now what is it you’re meant to do? Think of the interviewer in their underwear, that’s
 it.


OK, I’d hazard a guess at a neat-fitting pair of jockey briefs. Black. Calvin Klein.

‘My experience …’ I say, as I picture him almost naked. Oh no, this isn’t helping. He’s even more gorgeous and intimidating
 with no clothes on. And have you seen that bulge? It’s so distracting. I can’t even think. ‘My experience …’


‘Let me help you out,’ he says, in a voice which instantly reclothes him. He starts to read direct from my application form,
 his eyebrows dancing as he does so. ‘Two years at Glory PR in London. Account executive. Duties included writing press releases,
 liasing with clients, arranging photo calls, creating media packs …’ He reads on, and I nod my head at each listed duty as if it was something I actually remember doing.


By now my fake tan is the last of my worries.

It’s my whole fake life which is proving of more immediate concern.






Chapter Seven

John Sampson, having finished reading my list of duties, crosses his legs and places the form back on his desk. Behind him,
 out of the broad office window is the rest of Leeds – the sky-rise office blocks and new hotels, cranes and construction workers,
 a whole city on the up. And I could be part of it. Part of something shiny and important. God, I need this job.


‘It’s quite a list,’ he says, with an unreadable face.

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘It was quite a job.’

His eyes twinkle with something which looks worryingly like mischief and he runs a hand through his black curls. I catch a
 flash of his watch, dazzling with silver expense. ‘Now just remind me, if you would, who is it who heads up their operation?’


‘Sorry?’

‘At Glory. Who was your boss?’

His eyes are penetrating me so deep that now I’m the one who is sitting here in my underwear. In fact. I’m starting to wonder
 about that smile in the lift. Perhaps it wasn’t meant to be reassuring. Perhaps it was the smile of a hungry lion, welcoming a tasty looking gazelle into its cage.


‘My boss?’

He nods, the stare still lingering. ‘Your boss.’

There is a knock at the door.

‘Yes,’ John calls, closing his eyes in frustration.

I turn as the door opens. It’s the heavy fringe girl, popping her head through.

‘Carla, what is it? I’m in the middle of an interview.’

‘I know, John,’ says Heavy-Fringe, chewing gum. ‘Sorry. But it’s quite important.’

‘I’ll be one minute,’ he tells me, and I turn to watch his Calvin Kleined power-arse disappear out of the door.

One minute. That’s just about enough time to jump out of the window. Six storeys. Yep, that should finish me off.

Oh shit, the girl. Heavy-Fringe. Now I know where I’ve seen her before. In the shop. I did her make-up about two Fridays ago.
 Violet eye shadow, pale matt foundation, translucent powder, lip liner, the works. I even told her how to place the cream
 blusher just below her cheekbone in order to make her face look more defined.


Well, that’s fucking gratitude, isn’t it?

But hold on. Easy now. It might not be that. It might be another ‘quite important’. It might be nothing to do with me at all.
 Even so, I’ve still got to—


The door opens so fast it sends a breeze, fanning the front page of my application form up in the air.

‘Right,’ John says, in a let’s-get-back-to-business, lion-gets-back-to-his-lunch kind of a way. ‘Where were we? Oh yes, that’s
 right. You were about to tell me your boss’s name at Glory.’


‘Yes,’ I say, still stalling for time. ‘My … boss’s … name … was …’ And then I remember, from when I was at university and did my dissertation on Public Relations in the Beauty Industry. I quoted the founder and chief executive of
 Glory PR about fifty times and his name was ‘… Peter … Richmond.’


‘Ah, yes, of course,’ John Sampson says, almost triumphantly. ‘Good old Peter.’

Shit, he knows him. I nod my head, nostalgically. Good old Peter. ‘Er, yes. Um, I thought I’d perhaps tell you about why I
 think I’d be good for this company. I wanted to say that I’m very much a people person and people tell me that I’m a good
 team player and—’


He does the raising of the hand thing again. ‘We’ll get to that in a minute. Firstly, I just want to know what you thought
 of old Peter. Quite a character, eh?’


‘Oh yes, he was,’ I say, without missing a beat. ‘He was. But I didn’t really see him all that often because he was out of
 the office a lot. He liked to work remotely.’


‘Very remotely, I should imagine,’ he says, stifling a smirk.

‘But, you know, occasionally he’d come in the office and see how we were all doing.’

‘And did you do any work directly for him?’ he asks, the smirk now unstifled.

‘Um, yes. He used to like the way I put things so he’d often ask me to write a press release or some promotional material
 or—’


‘His obituary?’

The room closes in around me. ‘Sorry?’

‘Well, he’s dead, isn’t he? He died of a stress-related heart attack in 1998. Which, according to your application form, is
 three years before you started working for him.’


Oh no. ‘I, um, yes. I can explain. The dates … on the thing … I must have …’


‘You see,’ he interrupts. ‘That’s the thing with PR. It’s a very stressful industry. It’s not like – oh, I don’t know, let’s
 see, let me just take something completely at random here – completely out of the air – it’s not like working in a shop.’


I am naked. I am five centimetres tall. I am on the brink of climbing over the desk and jumping straight through that window.
 ‘I can explain,’ I say. But my words are deflected with the palm of his hand.


He doesn’t want me to explain.

He’s enjoying this far too much.






Chapter Eight

All of a sudden, I want to be right back behind my make-up counter, talking to customers about finding the right foundation
 for combination skin. Anywhere, but right here.


‘Also, it says here that you got a 2 : 1 in Business and Marketing from the University of West Yorkshire.’

‘Yes,’ I say, in a butter-wouldn’t-melt kind of way.

‘Well, having made a telephone enquiry to the head of the business department at the University it turns out that this is
 incorrect.’


‘Um, is it?’ I ask, in a butter-turning-soft-and-liquid kind of way.

‘Yes,’ he says, leaning back in his swivel chair and positioning his silver pen in the horizontal dip between his bottom lip
 and his chin.


I look behind me, contemplating my exit. Around the door the wall is bubble glass, distorting the view of the work area beyond
 into a few indistinguishable objects and figures. It looks suddenly like a melting dream.


‘Now,’ says the hungry lion. ‘Can you tell me if anything on this entire form is correct?’


‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘I just wanted—’

‘Everything, from your A level grades to your references, is completely made up, isn’t it? A complete fabrication. I bet even
 your interests are made up, aren’t they? Here we are: horse riding, amateur dramatics, sailing and,’ he looks up at me, assesses
 my physique before announcing my final mock-interest: ‘rock climbing.’


‘I, um, once went abseiling. In sixth form. It was an outward bound thing …’ My voice trails off.

‘In all my years of interviewing I can honestly say I’ve never come up against a case like this.’

‘I know, I just—’

‘Lie after blatant lie.’ He laughs incredulously, shaking his head.

‘The thing is I—’ His hand again halts me in my tracks.

‘So Faith, assuming that is your name, let me get this straight. You’re one of those make-up girls, one of those girls who
 work behind the cosmetics counter, and you have absolutely no experience in PR at all and you walk into one of the largest
 agencies in the country knowing that your application form is a complete piece of fiction.’


The window would be easy to open. And I could get there before he would have time. Six storeys.

‘Well, I did really study Business and Marketing,’ I tell him, because I did.

‘But you didn’t get a 2 : 1, did you?’

‘No,’ I say. ‘I didn’t. I got a third. But that was because of going back to live with mum in the final year, after losing
 dad. And anyway, at the end of the second year I was at sixty-five per cent which is precisely mid-range 2 : 1 so I know I
 could have got a 2 : 1 if things had happened differently. Or had not happened at all.’



‘And you really live in a flat in Hyde Park, I take it you wouldn’t make that up?’

I picture my flat. The barred kitchen window. The swirly orange carpet. ‘No,’ I say. ‘I wouldn’t.’

‘And your references?’

Two weeks ago my best friend Alice picked up her phone, put on a croaky posh voice, and told Coleridge’s human resource manager
 that I was one of the hardest-working and most enthusiastic marketing communication students she had ever taught during her
 twenty years at the University of West Yorkshire. Alice is twenty-five years old. The closest she’s ever got to the uni is
 when she threw up her vodka-infested guts outside the union building, just before she stopped wanting to go out. And the only
 thing of value she has ever taught me is that you burn more calories hoovering than you do having sex.


‘Oh, my references are true,’ I assure him.

He raises a quizzical eyebrow.

‘No, I promise you,’ I say, even at this stage unable to come completely clean. ‘I wouldn’t go that far.’


I offer him a nervous smile, but he’s not going to give me anything for it. Just a short, patronising nose-gust.

I am beginning to hate John Sampson. OK, so I lied on my form. I made most of it up, tucked a few certain details under the
 carpet, made myself look better than I was, but if he knew all along why did he bother interviewing me in the first place?
 He’s enjoying this. He’s enjoying watching me suffer.


I mean that’s just sick.

But still, I mustn’t kid myself, if he offered me the job I’d take it like that.

‘Now listen,’ says a voice. A confident, assured, but strangely familiar voice. And then I realise – the voice is mine. I must have gone mad. What am I doing? I’ve just been found guilty of – well, let’s face it – of fraud, and here I am getting all bossy. Oh no, here it comes again: ‘I may have lied on the form, but it hardly makes me a serial
 killer.’


‘No,’ he admits. ‘It makes you a liar.’

‘Yes, I know,’ I say, feeling the blood rush to my fake tanned cheeks. ‘I lied, but only because I knew the truth wouldn’t
 be enough. I knew that it wouldn’t do me justice, because you see, the thing is I would make a really good account executive,
 I really would. Ever since I studied PR at uni I knew I’d be really good at it and I would have gone into a proper PR job
 when I graduated if I hadn’t had to go home and look after my mum when dad died …’


This time he raises both hands. ‘I really haven’t got time to listen to your autobiography.’

‘But I know I’d be good at this job,’ I say, in a kamikaze, second-day-of-my-period-nothing-left-to-lose kind of way. ‘I mean,
 I spend my whole life making things sound better than they actually are, or making people look better than they actually are,
 so I would be able to do the same for companies.’


‘And get us sued for fraud?’

‘Well, I know I went a bit far on the form but that was because I needed to, I wouldn’t lie if I got the job. I promise. I’d
 just, well, present things … the way they should be presented … in order to make them more attractive. You see, it’s not really
 that different from make-up, when you think about it.’ I search his face for some sign of hope.


There is nothing.

Then I picture my mum’s face, and all the lies I’ve been telling her for the last three years. All the things I have said
 about this company. About how I get on really well with the boss. With him, John Sampson.



‘Please,’ I say, my voice now desperate, my buttocks perched pleadingly on the edge of the chair. ‘Please, I really need this
 job. I’m sorry I lied but please, Mr Sampson, I’m begging you, please, honestly, I’ll do anything, please—’


‘Well, actually, there is something you could do.’

This is it. I don’t know how but I’ve turned it around. I’ve done it. It’s just like a book. Or a movie. I’ve done my whole
 big talk like Rene Zellwegger in Jerry MacGuire and now he’s going to come round. I’m going to get the job. He might knock the salary down a bit, or give me less responsibility,
 but he can see I’m a girl who needs saving. A distressed damsel. And he’s going to save me. He’s going to make everything
 OK. As if it really was the nineteenth century. I can see it in his face.


‘Anything, I’ll do anything. Anything at all.’

‘Good,’ he says. ‘You can shut the door on your way out.’






Chapter Nine

So that was it. My almost-career in PR lasted approximately ten minutes. My fictional career in PR, on the other hand, is
 going from strength to strength. Just ask my mum. She’ll tell you all about it. How pleased they all are with me, how I managed
 to bag the employee of the month award not once, not twice, but on three separate occasions. Guys, I tell you, that’s quite some fictional achievement. It takes a lot of fictional hard work to get
 such fictional recognition.


‘So, how was your day?’ my mum asks me, on the phone.

‘Great,’ I say, suicidally, as I gulp back a glass of Bulgarian cat’s piss.

‘Are you having a drink?’

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Fruit juice.’

‘Good,’ she says. ‘You need all the vitamins you can get in this weather. Lots of vitamins.’ I can tell from her voice that
 she is in the middle of some hyperactive housework as she talks. And I can picture her, on her knees, dusting the skirting
 board, with that slightly manic look in her eyes. A look she has worn, on and off, ever since we lost dad.



‘Yes, lots of vitamins.’

‘And how was work?’ she asks, her voice in a forced chirp.

‘Great,’ I say again, checking the label for the alcohol content. Twelve point five per cent. I should have got the vodka.

‘Did anything happen?’

OK, possible answers:

(1)   I went for an interview for a job you think I’ve already got.

 (2)   I met the biggest wanker in the world.

 (3)   I decided that the way to impress him was to experiment with Keats’ new fake tan.

 (4)   I discovered that Keats’ new fake tan complements your natural skin tone. If you happen to be an orangutan.

 (5)   I got found guilty of lying on my application form.

Actual answer:

‘I got the employee of the month thing again.’

But of course, even my lies aren’t enough for my mum. She wants more. She wants better.

‘Employee of the month? That’s nice, so will you be getting more money?’

You see, no matter what I tell her, it’s never enough.

If the lies aren’t sufficient what hope will I ever have with the truth?

‘No,’ I say, a little too crossly. ‘It doesn’t mean more money.’

‘Oh, well never mind. I’m sure soon you’ll have enough money to—’


Even pissed, I know what’s coming. ‘Mum, I’m happy here. I know that the flat isn’t much but it’s a nice area. It’s very …
 characterful.’


And this I suppose is the truth. Hyde Park, the area of Leeds where I live, is very characterful. There are heroin addict characters who collapse characterfully, in the middle of the street. There are
 characterful kids who will gob on your back when you nip out to get a paper. There are characterful car alarms and police
 helicopters which will keep you awake until five in the morning. There are characterful thugs who will shout racist insults
 at any ethnic minority who happens to be in their line of vision. There are characterful winos who will offer a chirpy, if
 semi-coherent ‘fuck-off’ as you walk along the street, breathing in the characterful aromas of car exhaust, urine and disgarded
 kebabs as you do so.
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